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Abstract 
This study aims to benchmark Chinese TEFL academics‟ research 
productivities to identify and address research productivity issues. Using a 
literature-based survey, this study examined 182 Chinese TEFL academics‟ 
research outputs, perceptions about research, and personal dispositions for 
research and workplace context for research across three Chinese higher 
education institutions. Results indicated that a majority of the TEFL 
academics produced no research in most research categories over the 
period 2004-2008. While they were positive about the benefits of research, 
they did not rate their personal dispositions for research and workplace 
context for research highly. The findings have implications for enhancing 
academics‟ research capacity in Chinese institutions, TEFL departments, 
and other similar contexts.  
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Introduction 
English is noted as the most learnt foreign language in China. Hence, the 
effectiveness and efficiency of English learning and teaching in China at all 
educational levels draw significant attention from stakeholders. Over the last decade, 
there are concerns that college and university graduates have fallen short of employers‟ 
expectations of fluent oral and written communication in English (Dai, 2001). 
Teaching English as a Foreign Language (TEFL) has become a focus, particularly at 
the academic level. Indeed, there are calls for TEFL academics to conduct research in 
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order to improve teaching and facilitate self-development (e.g., Huang, 2006; Yang, 
Zhang, & Xie, 2001; Shu, 2002).  
Promoting research performance and striving for research excellence are being 
pursued in Chinese as well as Western higher education institutions (e.g., Deem, 2006; 
Hemmings, Rushbrook, & Smith, 2007; Ito & Brotheridge, 2007; Lai, 2009). 
Research is recognised by the Chinese government as “an important apparatus for 
national development” (Lai, 2009, p.89). Essential to facilitating research productivity 
is an understanding of academic work. Studies on academics‟ research performance 
and associated influences are prevalent. However, many are concerned with university 
academic staff in advanced English-speaking countries. Few empirical studies about 
TEFL academic work in China exist.  
 
Literature Review 
It is widely recognised that research capacity of TEFL academics in China is 
still limited. There is not only a lack of renowned researchers (Wen, 2003), but the 
average outputs of quality research by Chinese TEFL academics are low (Dai, 2001; 
Gao, 2006; Yang et al., 2001). Compared with the large number of English learners, 
Chinese TEFL research has little influence in international arena (Chen, 2003).  
The lack of research capacity in TEFL has drawn great attention among 
Chinese TEFL educators. The competency of TEFL lecturers is critical to the success 
of the College English Reform and to the quality of English education in China (Yang 
et al., 2001; Zhou, 2005). A recurring concern about Chinese TEFL academics is their 
weak research awareness, i.e., the inadequate recognition about the benefits of 
research to teaching and to their professional development (Gao et al., 2000; Yang et 
al., 2001; Zhou, 2005).   
The leading figures in the field argue that teaching and research should be 
accorded equal important by TEFL academics in their role performance where 
teaching informs the research and vice versa (Huang, 2006; Wu, 2005). However, 
some TEFL academics may think that teaching should take priority over research 
(Yang et al., 2001), and that teaching effectively can readily occur without reading 
research or doing research (Zhou, 2005). Some TEFL academics consider research a 
waste of time and an extra burden (Yang et al., 2001). Nevertheless, an abundance of 
empirical research (e.g. Elton, 2001; Grant & Wakelin, 2009; Neumann, 1992; 
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Robertson & Bond, 2001; Wei, Cheng, & Zhao, 2007) highlights the complimentary 
and symbiotic relationship between research and teaching. The well-known tangible, 
intangible, and global research-teaching nexus (Neumann, 1992) depicts academics‟ 
positive perceptions about this connection in benefiting classroom teaching, 
developing critical thinking in students, and guiding departmental curriculum design.  
Research provides numerous advantages for the practitioner. It not only 
enables TEFL academics to reflect and improve on teaching (Borg, 2007, 2009), but 
can also inform them on the most current TEFL theories and practices (Borg, 2009; 
Xia, 2002). On a personal level, conducting research can satisfy academics‟ curiosity 
and creativity (Chen, Gupta, & Hoshower, 2006). It can also provide job satisfaction 
(Metcalf, Rolfe, Stevens, & Weale, 2005). TEFL academics need to be up-to-date with 
pedagogical practices and with disciplinary knowledge. Research can contribute to 
knowledge of foreign language disciplines (Shu, 2002). On a professional level, it can 
increase professional status (Yang et al., 2001), including being useful for promotion 
(Huang, 2007; Yang et al., 2001). Some TEFL academics want to make an impact in a 
wider arena in the form of conference presentations, publications or being involved in 
project work. These types of endeavour may also present opportunities for influencing 
and informing policy making (Brindley, 1991). 
Two major influences were found to impact on academics‟ research 
engagement and performance: personal dispositions and workplace context for 
research. The most frequently found personal dispositions for research include 
research training and disciplinary knowledge (Fox & Milbourne, 1999), research 
confidence (Love, Bahner, Jones, & Nilsson, 2007) and research motivation (Brocato 
& Mavis, 2005). The low qualifications among Chinese TEFL academics (Chen, 2003) 
equip them with limited research training and disciplinary knowledge, which may 
result in their lack of research confidence (Dai & Zhang, 2004). Many TEFL 
academics conduct research for utilitarian purposes, and intrinsic motivation does not 
seem to be strong (Yang et al., 2001). Additionally, productive researchers have been 
found to network with influential figures in the profession (Levitan & Ray, 1992) and 
employ personal strategies such as research planning (Ito & Brotheridge, 2007). 
However, Chinese TEFL academics do not have sufficient opportunities for 
networking (Zhou, 2005), and many tend to engage in research only when promotion 
approaches (Huang, 2006; Shu, 2002).  
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Workplace context for research mainly include research resources, research 
incentives and support infrastructures. Human resources (such as research assistants), 
and financial resources (such as travel grants), have been reported lacking in 
transitional cultures (Grbich, 1999; Hemmings et al., 2007) and Chinese TEFL 
departments (Gao, 2006). A reward structure that recognises research excellence is 
reported to correlate with faculty research productivity (Tien, 2007). It is argued that 
Chinese TEFL academics‟ unsatisfactory research performance could be attributed to 
limited research incentives (Yang et al., 2001), either monetary or oral recognition. A 
supportive workplace context that provides time, mentoring and leadership for 
academic research would facilitate academics‟ research work and enhance 
productivity (Baird, 1994; Bland, Center, Finstad, Risbey, & Staples, 2005; Borg, 
2007). However, in some Chinese TEFL departments, research leaders are lacking, 
and research collaboration is limited (Yang et al., 2001).  
 
Context 
There are two types of four-year regular higher education institutions (in 
contrast to adult education institutions) offering courses leading to Bachelor‟s degree 
and higher in China: universities and colleges. Generally, universities operate at the 
national level, whereas colleges at the provincial level. English teaching staff 
members in most Chinese higher education institutions are recruited into two 
departments. One is the College English Teaching Department (CETD) with the 
mission of teaching general English skills (listening, speaking, reading and writing) to 
non-English majors. The other is the English Language and Literature Department 
(ELLD) teaching English majors. Apart from teaching the general language skills, 
academics in the ELLDs teach English linguistics, literature, translation and culture 
studies. Therefore, academics in this department may have a specific research focus. 
The three institutions chosen for this study have the two departments which will be 
called collectively as TEFL departments. Some large-scale surveys of Chinese TEFL 
academics reveal that this group of academics are characterised with younger age 
(<35), more females, and lower qualifications (Dai & Zhang, 2004; Zhou, 2005).   
There is no national research assessment scheme such as the British Research 
Assessment Exercise (Elton, 2000) in China, but research is highly prized in 
institutional reward structure, employment, and job mobility. As research outputs are 
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arguably quantifiable, they carry increasingly heavy weigh in promotion decisions, 
although teaching is also an important consideration. For that purpose, institutions in 
China usually formulate formal documents categorising the status of research 
products into different levels. A common practice is to classify research into two 
levels: national and provincial. For example, core journals are nationally-recognised 
journals in China. A Catalogue of Chinese Core Journals published by Peking 
University Library every four years is usually adopted as the guideline in defining the 
status of academic journals in China. Publishing articles in core journals is highly 
competitive compared with non-core journals, and, as a result, acceptance rate is 
much lower. Similarly, the standards for publication of books by national publishers, 
and application and completion of national research projects are more stringent than 
their provincial counterparts.   
  
Data collection and analysis 
The research questions were framed around these issues: Chinese TEFL 
academics‟ research productivity, influences that facilitate and inhibit their research 
productivity, and their perceptions about research. Quantitative data were gathered 
using a literature-based survey. Data were analysed within pre-determined categories 
(e.g., see Cohen, Manion, & Morrison, 2007), namely, views about research and 
teaching, research benefits, personal dispositions for research and workplace context 
for research. Data from the survey describes aggregated patterns instead of building 
causal relations (Creswell, 2008). It also identifies group characteristics and 
distinguishes between groups. 
The survey participants were 245 Chinese TEFL academics from three 
Chinese tertiary institutions. The institutions were located in a northern province, 
China. Incomplete responses were deleted from the initial pool (Hittleman & Simon, 
2006); hence there were 182 completed responses from the three institutions (i.e., a 
national university 36.3%, a key provincial institute 26.9%, and a provincial 
university 36.8%). Before administering the survey, consent was sought from the 
chair of each of the six departments from the three institutions and all participants 
received information about the voluntary nature of the study with anonymity assured 
(Cohen et al., 2007).  
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A 30-item survey was designed from the literature. However, the survey was 
first pilot tested with 10 Chinese TEFL academics (Litwin, 2003). Their survey 
responses and feedback about the survey provided details towards modifying the 
survey instrument. Each survey item corresponded with literature sources and can be 
noted in this paper‟s literature review. For instance, the first item stated “Teaching 
and research are equally important” (Huang, 2006). Participants were required to rate 
the statements on a five-point Likert scale, that is, strongly disagree, disagree, 
uncertain, agree, and strongly agree to best describe their situation. The survey also 
asked information about these Chinese TEFL academics‟ demographic profiles (e.g., 
gender, time of teaching, academic status, and the highest degree), and research 
outputs in the years 2004-2008. Data from the 182 TEFL academics were analysed 
using a statistical analysis package (SPSS) by generating descriptive statistics such as 
percentages, mean scores (M) and standard deviations (SD). In the analysis, six groups 
were compared from the three institutions, that is, three ELLDs and three CETDs. 
  
Results and discussion 
Academic status of the 182 TEFL academics varied (teaching assistant 23.6%, 
lecturer 47.3%, associate professor 22.5% and professor 6.6%) as did years of 
teaching (1-5 years 27.5%, 6-10 years 24.7%, 11-15 years 18.1%, 16-20 years 13.8%, > 
21 years 15.9%). Out of the 182 participants (males=27%, females=73%), there were 
19.8% with Bachelor‟s degrees as their highest qualification, 76.9% with Master‟s 
degrees, and 3.3% with doctorates, who were also in professorial positions.  
The survey investigated Chinese TEFL academics‟ research productivity such 
as articles, books, and research projects they had completed during 2004-2008. SPSS 
data showed 18% of the 182 TEFL academics had not produced any research in the 
five-year period. Indeed, more than 70% had zero research output in 10 of the 12 
categories in the five years. The participants‟ calculations of research outputs had a 
mean score of less than one except non-core journal articles and provincial projects, 
which had mean scores of 2.45 and 1.47, respectively. However, there were research 
productive TEFL academics who had produced five or more pieces of research across 
the 12 categories.  
Data were analysed with the research outputs of six Chinese TEFL 
departments across the 12 categories (Table 1). TEFL academics from the ELLD of 
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the national university were more research productive with core and non-core journal 
articles, conference papers, national research projects, translated books published by 
national and provincial publishers, and academic books at the national level than the 
other departments. The least productive was the CETD of the provincial university. 
Although it was expected that the ELLDs would outperform the CETDs in all 
categories of research products, the CETD of the key provincial institute 
outperformed the ELLD in the same institution in 6 out of the 12 categories. 
Table 1 
Percentage of Chinese TEFL Academics with One or More Research Outputs 
 
    Research product 
National university Key provincial       
institute 
Provincial university 
ELLD
a
 
(n=36) 
CETD
b
 
(n=31) 
ELLD 
(n=13) 
CETD 
(n=36) 
ELLD 
(n=22) 
CETD 
(n=44) 
 Core journal articles  52.8 32.6 38.5 25 27.3 15.9 
 Non-core journal articles  80.6 74.2 69.2 55.6 54.5 54.5 
 International /national   
  conference papers 
58.3 6.5 15.4 8.3 13.6 4.5 
 Provincial conference  
  papers 
38.9 16.1 7.7 11.1 8.2 6.8 
 National academic books 13.9 0 0 5.6 4.5 0 
 Provincial academic books 37.8 0 7.7 30.6 4.5 19.5 
 National textbooks 25 3.2 0 8.3 22.7 11.4 
 Provincial textbooks 25 12.9 30.8 25 9.1 38.6 
 National translated books 22.2 0 0 0 0 0 
 Provincial translated books 19.4 0 7.7 19.4 0 0 
 National projects 52.8 22.6 7.7 5.6 9.1 6.8 
 Provincial projects 63.9 58.1 30.8 47.2 63.6 50 
Note. The values represent percentages within the same department. 
 
a
 ELLD is an abbreviation for English Language and Literature Department.  
b 
CETD is an abbreviation for 
College English Teaching Department.  
 
Comparison with the only similar study that investigated Chinese TEFL 
academics‟ research productivity in Liaoning Province during 1998-2002 (Zhang, 
Wang, Guo, & Yu, 2003) revealed that the proportions of the TEFL academics 
publishing journal articles are very close. In both studies, the average number of core 
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journal articles published per TEFL academic was less than one. The similar 
productivity in (core) journal articles by TEFL academics in both studies suggests that 
the low research productivity of the Chinese TEFL academics in (core) journal 
articles may be a shared problem. The finding from this study provided further 
evidence for the prevailing knowledge about their lack of research capacity and the 
large variation among them (e.g., Chen, 2003; Dai & Zhang, 2004).  
The survey also investigated the Chinese TEFL academics‟ perceptions 
regarding research-teaching nexus and research benefits, their personal dispositions 
for research, and workplace context for research to find out possible influences upon 
their research performance. In the following report, the survey items are presented in 
the first columns of the tables (Tables 2 to 5) with the item number followed by the 
statement used in the survey.  
Data revealed that 70% of the respondents strongly agreed or agreed that 
teaching and research are equally important (Table 2). Conversely, only 23% thought 
that teaching can be conducted well without research. The fact that the large majority 
(86%) supported complimentary teaching-research relationship (Item 4) indicated 
relative consistency in their perceptions about teaching-research link. However, 48% 
deemed that teaching should take priority over research, which is surprising, 
considering their responses to items 1, 3 and 4.  
It seemed that a majority of the TEFL academics endorsed teaching-research 
symbiosis, perceiving both teaching and research as part of their job. This finding 
provided evidence from a different cultural perspective for the positive research-
teaching nexus (Neumann, 1992). It also indicated a similarity between the Chinese 
TEFL academics and their Western colleagues in recognizing teaching and research as 
the principal missions of higher education institutions and academics (Deem, 2006). 
Moreover, it seemed that more respondents in this study had faith in the 
interdependence of teaching and research than in Zhou (2005) where 38% of the 
Chinese TEFL academics believed that good teaching could be independent of 
research.  
Positive as they were about the equal status of teaching and research, some 
TEFL academics prioritised teaching over research. The conflict in their responses to 
these two items (Items 1 and 2) suggested that compared with research, teaching was 
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prized more highly as most Chinese TEFL academics are employed on their teaching 
merit (Dai & Zhang, 2004). While they accepted the rhetoric in TEFL about the 
necessity and benefits of research, some held strong allegiance to teaching as 
American academics from land grant universities (Tang & Chamberlain, 2003).   
Table 2 
Views about Teaching-Research Relations (n=182) 
Survey items %
a 
M SD 
1. Teaching and research are equally important. 70 3.74 1.26 
2. Teaching should take priority over research. 48 2.76 1.19 
3. You can teach well without reading or doing research. 23 3.51 1.19 
4. Research and teaching enhance each other. 86 4.26 0.96 
a
 The percentage represents strongly agree and agree responses.  
 
Items 5 through to 14 examined the TEFL academics‟ perceptions about the 
benefits of research (Table 3). The respondents appeared to be positive about most 
research benefits listed in the survey except Item 12: “Research informs policy 
making”. The statement with the highest positive response (88%) was “Research 
keeps me informed of the latest theories and practices in the field” (Item 6). More 
than 80% agreed and strongly agreed that doing research allowed them to reflect on 
their teaching (Item 5), to improve their professional status (Item 7), to contribute to 
disciplinary knowledge (Item 11), and was useful to promotion (Item 10). Research 
seemed to be regarded as meaningful by Chinese TEFL academics, rather than a waste 
of time (Item 13), although it may be an extra burden to a minority of them (Item 14). 
The consistency in their responses aided the reliability of the survey.  
Rather than perceiving promotion as the most important benefit in conducting 
research and the primary research motivator, most Chinese TEFL academics stressed 
the value of research to teaching, to the profession and to the discipline. This finding 
did not support the long-time claim that Chinese TEFL academics lacked research 
awareness, and regarded research as instrumental for personal gains such as 
promotion only (Chen, 2003; Shu, 2002). Yet, it partly supported Gao et al.‟s (2000) 
findings about “the researcher” and “teacher researcher” who attributed cognitive 
(knowledge discovery) and practical value (teaching and promotion) to TEFL research. 
Chinese TEFL academics in this study had a wider range of perceptions about the 
value of research than their Vietnamese (Hiep, 2006), Turkish (Borg, 2007), and some 
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Chinese TEFL colleagues (Gao et al., 2000), who saw research as more teaching-
oriented and classroom-related.  
 
Table 3  
Views about the Benefits of Research (n=182) 
Survey item %
a
 M SD 
5. Research allows me to reflect on and improve my teaching. 81 4.12 0.96 
6. Research keeps me informed of the latest theories  and practices in the 
field. 
88 4.24 0.81 
7. Research increases my professional status. 85 4.14 0.83 
8. Research satisfies my curiosity and creativity.  66 3.70 0.99 
9. Research gives me job satisfaction. 67 3.71 0.97 
10. Research is useful for promotion. 83 4.08 0.88 
11. Research can contribute to knowledge in foreign language field. 81 4.02 0.86 
12. Research can inform policy. 41 3.27 0.92 
13. Research is a waste of time. 9 4.16 0.94 
14. Research is an extra burden on TEFL academics. 21 3.66 1.23 
a
 The percentage represents strongly agree and agree responses  
 
Only 41% of the respondents agreed and strongly agreed that research could 
inform policy making (Table 3). Some Chinese TEFL academics appeared doubtful 
about the more extensive social value of research advocated by TEFL researchers 
(Brindley, 1991; Shu, 2002) and held by their Western colleagues from other 
disciplines (e.g., Åkerlind, 2008; Bruce, Pham, & Stoodley, 2004). This may be the 
result or the cause of the lack of influential TEFL research in China. Moreover, TEFL 
practitioners may believe that most research influencing policy making was conducted 
by experts rather than by ordinary TEFL practitioners (Borg, 2007, 2009).  
The relative low percentages of favourable responses to the statements that 
research meets curiosity (Item 8) and gives job satisfaction (Item 9) also stood out 
(Table 3). This suggested that the Chinese TEFL academics may be motivated to 
conduct research more by tangible benefits such as informing their teaching than by 
psychological needs. As internal rewards were found to be associated with research-
productive academics (Chen et al., 2006), curiosity and satisfaction may not be strong 
motivators for TEFL academics who produced little research in this study. The above 
overall positive perceptions about research held by the Chinese TEFL academics did 
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not explain their low research productivity. It is likely that they encountered personal 
and institutional constraints in their research endeavour.   
Findings about the Chinese TEFL academics‟ self-reported personal 
dispositions for research is presented in Table 4. Except for Item 16 “I am internally 
driven to conduct research” and Item 20 “I have confidence in conducting research”, 
all remaining statements had positive responses of less than 50%: research training 
(46%), disciplinary knowledge (42%), and making research plans (38%). The weakest 
area was in networking with other researchers in the field (29%).  
Table 4 
Dispositions for research (n=182) 
Survey item %
 a
 M SD 
15. I receive a fair amount of research training. 46 3.05 1.13 
16. I am internally driven to conduct research. 57 3.34 1.24 
17. I have a well-developed network of communication 
with other researchers. 
29 2.74 1.02 
18. I always make plans for research. 38 3.05 0.97 
19. I have an in-depth knowledge about my field. 42 3.11 0.93 
20. I have confidence in conducting research.  50 3.32 0.90 
a
 The percentage represents strongly agree and agree responses 
These results indicated that a large portion of TEFL academics in the study 
lacked intrinsic motivation and confidence for research despite the relative high 
percentages for these two items (Items 16 and 20). TEFL academics in other studies 
(Dai & Zhang, 2004; Xia, 2002) also reported lack of confidence in research: 
Compared with 75% who were confident about teaching, only 27% believed that their 
strength lay in research (Xia). Although the respondents in the present study were a 
mixture of TEFL academics teaching both English majors and non-majors, they were 
not substantially better than TEFL academics in Xia‟s study of TEFL academics 
teaching non-English majors. Limited research knowledge and experience (Gao, 2006; 
Xia, 2002) may explain the TEFL academics‟ lack of intrinsic motivation and 
confidence for research since very few of them (3.3%) held a doctoral degree. 
Holding a doctoral degree was found to have significant positive effect on academics‟ 
research productivity (Fox & Milbourne, 1999), as research training received from a 
doctoral course provided prospective academics with good opportunities to acquire 
research and publication experience (Williamson & Cable, 2003). These experiences, 
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in turn, could provide confidence in conducting, writing and publishing research 
(Bazeley, 2003).  
Even smaller number of the TEFL academics seemed to network with other 
researchers and make research plans. Attending conferences is an effective way to 
network with researchers, but the TEFL academics‟ low research productivity in 
conference papers (see Table 1) confirmed their limited conference experiences (Xia, 
2002). Additionally, the fact that only a small percentage of the participants reported 
making research plans suggested that lack of clear research interest (Yang et al., 2001) 
may pose an obstacle for making research plans. This finding provided evidence for 
the claim that Chinese TEFL academics may not actively research and publish until 
promotion approach (Shu, 2002). The Chinese TEFL academics‟ low opinion about 
their personal dispositions for research offered explanation for their lack of research 
productivity in this study and possibly other studies.   
Chinese TEFL academics in this study suggested a workplace context that did 
not facilitate research productivity.  As shown in Table 5, less than half of the 
respondents provided strongly agree or agree responses to items 25 to 28. As Item 21 
“We do individual research” and Item 30 “We have heavy teaching workloads” were 
reversely scored, responses of strongly agree and agree can be interpreted as negative 
views about workplace context for research. Thus it seemed that the institutions 
supported a research culture building mainly in four areas, viz: encouragement in 
doing research and publishing (Item 22), emphasis given to research (Item 23), access 
to academic journals and books (Item 24), and supporting conference attendance 
(Item 29). The institutions and departments appeared not to have provided sufficient 
tangible supports to their TEFL academics such as inviting renowned scholars to talk 
about latest research (Item 25), providing research leaders to guide research (Item 27), 
holding research training workshops (Item 28), and reducing teaching workloads 
(Item 30). Indeed, research guidance and research training workshops were rated the 
lowest. Despite their low ratings of most aspects of the workplace context for research, 
the TEFL academics felt that research was an important part of their job (Item 23). 
This finding was consistent with their perceptions about the benefits of research 
discussed previously (see Table 2).    
The findings about workplace context for research indicated that a culture 
emphasising research was developing in these institutions, and the administration was 
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building basic infrastructure to support research activities. Although there were 
reports about the shortage of latest reading materials (Gao, 2006) and limited 
conference opportunities (Zhou, 2005), the findings from this study indicated that a 
majority of TEFL academics in the study was satisfied with their reading resources 
and conference support. Despite general support, specific measures that targeted 
TEFL academics‟ individual research needs (i.e., workshops, invited talks and guided 
research) seemed lacking. 
Table 5 
Workplace Context for Research (n=182) 
Survey items %
a
 M SD 
21. We do individual research (with no collaboration). 47 2.84 1.06 
22. The management encourages us to do research and publish. 75 3.73 1.00 
23. We feel that research is an important part of employment. 83 4.05 0.83 
24. We have ready access to reading resources. 64 3.53 1.08 
25. The management invite scholars to talk about current research. 48 2.99 1.19 
26. We talk about research. 44 3.05 1.01 
27. We are guided by research leaders when engaged in research. 32 2.88 1.06 
28. The management organises research methodology training 
workshop. 
24 2.68 1.00 
29. The management supports our attending conferences. 53 3.24 1.07 
30. We have heavy teaching workloads. 66 2.26 1.06 
a 
The percentage represents strongly agree and agree responses 
Past literature indicated that mentoring and research leadership were 
significant influences on academics‟ research productivity, and effective means to 
enhance academics‟ research capacity. However, research leadership was frequently 
reported missing or inadequate in Chinese TEFL departments (Gao, 2006; Yang et al., 
2001). It was also a concern among TEFL academics in this study. Moreover, 
mentoring seemed to be a relatively unfamiliar concept in the field of TEFL in China. 
Research methodology training was also identified by Borg (2003) as an important 
area of teacher education. Chinese TEFL academics‟ responses to the Items 27 and 28 
in Table 5 partially triangulated their less favourable responses to Item 15 (Table 4) 
concerning their research training. While Chinese TEFL academics did not acquire 
sufficient research and disciplinary knowledge in their degree programs (Yang et al., 
2001), they also seemed to receive little in their in-service years.    
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Lack of time was a frequently-cited research constraint by academics from 
higher education in general and in TEFL (e.g., Borg, 2007, 2009; Brocato & Mavis, 
2005; Gao, 2006; Grbich, 1999; Hemmings et al., 2007; Hiep, 2006). Heavy teaching 
workloads were particularly an issue for Chinese TEFL academics since tertiary 
student enrollment was expanded in 1999 (Dai & Zhang, 2004; Yang et al., 2001). The 
reported heavy workloads in the study may have prevented the Chinese TEFL 
academics from finding blocks of time essential for research activities. 
The findings from this study have implications for Chinese TEFL academics, 
Chinese institutions and TEFL departments in enhancing TEFL academics‟ research 
productivity. These implications may be applicable to foreign language teaching 
practitioners (including TEFL practitioners) within and outside China. Three elements 
from the findings need highlighting: raising TEFL academics‟ research consciousness, 
developing their research competence, building nurturing research environments.  
First, while most of the TEFL academics seemed to recognise the personal and 
professional benefits of research, some expressed doubts about them and more so 
about the psychological and social needs that research can meet. Considering the 
possibility that respondents in surveys tend to upgrade their image (Creswell, 2008), 
research consciousness-raising is highly necessary for some Chinese TEFL academics. 
Without positive perceptions about research, these TEFL academics would be 
unmotivated to engage in research and publishing. Some Chinese TEFL academics 
may have the conflict in their epistemological system between constructivist 
educational research and objectivist academic research (Kinchin, Hatzipanagos, & 
Turner, 2009). As a result, personal and professional needs may be the most 
immediate for most TEFL academics as revealed in this study, as they are more 
tangible than psychological and social needs. Yet, TEFL academics need to frame 
their self-development around the trend of TEFL development (Yang et al., 2001), 
assume their social responsibility in improving Chinese TEFL education (Huang, 
2006), and develop a more sophisticated belief system that accommodates a wider 
range of value of research (Borg, 2009). Thinking at such a macro level helps TEFL 
academics to develop affirmative perceptions about research beyond the personal and 
professional benefits. Active engagement and persistence in research would lead to 
psychological and aesthetic satisfaction (Yang et al., 2001).  
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Second, there are few doctorate programs in TEFL in China, and most TEFL 
academics in this study held the Master‟s degree as their ultimate qualifications as 
found in other surveys. The lack of research competence by TEFL academics in this 
study may be attributable to their unbalanced knowledge structure tilted to language 
skills to the detriment of theoretical knowledge in linguistics, culture and literature 
(Yang et al., 2001). TEFL academics‟ preparation also accorded inadequate attention 
to knowledge in the mother-tongue linguistics and literature, which challenged their 
ability to make comparative study of the two cultures, languages and literatures. Yang 
et al. added that due to their skill-focused training model, Chinese TEFL academics 
lacked interdisciplinary knowledge: knowledge in education science, textbook and 
pedagogy theories, education research theories and education research methods. As 
disciplinary and research knowledge is central to an academic‟ research competence 
(e.g., Smeby & Try, 2005; Williamson & Cable, 2003), and determines the 
development of intrinsic research motivation, confidence, networking and research 
plans, the lack of disciplinary and research knowledge among these TEFL academics 
strongly suggest that TEFL academics‟ preparation need to incorporate more 
theoretical and research elements.    
Third, while the macro-level research culture building in the three institutions 
was satisfactory, more specific support such as research training workshops, research 
leaders, and reduced workloads seemed to be lacking. This finding sends important 
messages to the institutions and TEFL departments in this study and beyond. It is 
crucial for the institutions and TEFL departments to not only stress the importance of 
research and commit to research infrastructure building, but to enhance research 
leadership, provide corresponding academic support, and free up more time for 
academic research. In order to enhance research leadership in TEFL departments, it is 
necessary to appoint a research dean to take charge of the research productivity of the 
department and individual academics. In TEFL departments with research deans, the 
departments need to grant substantial power to the research dean for them to mobilise 
TEFL academics and deploy resources. TEFL departments need to provide strong 
support for the research leaders so that they can display their potential to the full.  
Personal research mentoring must be included in the departmental support for 
TEFL academics in addition to providing generic research training with workshops, 
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seminars and conferences. This would especially benefit early-career TEFL 
academics who need personal support to socialise into the research community, and 
mid-career TEFL academics who have accumulated vast amount of teaching 
experience but have little technical knowledge to disseminate it, as they both are the 
potential growth of academia in this field. Mentoring from more experienced TEFL 
researchers must be embedded in programs that increase research knowledge and 
skills of early- and mid-career academics. Any mentoring needs to be purposeful and 
meaningful to ensure optimum education on enhancing research productivity (Baird, 
1994).  
TEFL departments need to reduce academics‟ teaching loads to free up time 
for research. TEFL academics have extra teaching loads due to the low teacher-
student ratio in language study and the lucrative English teaching and translating 
market (Hiep, 2006; Zhou, 2004). Ways to ensure that TEFL academics have more 
time for research may include writing retreats and academic breaks as suggested by 
academics from Australian universities (Hemmings et al., 2007). TEFL departments 
can organise writing retreats during semesters to provide blocks of time for TEFL 
academics to focus on their current research. Or else, TEFL academics can 
concentrate on teaching in semesters when teaching loads are heavy, but apply for 
academic breaks when teaching is light. 
Conclusion 
The results from the study presented a snapshot of 182 Chinese TEFL 
academics‟ research productivity over a five-year period, their perceptions about 
research, and possible influences on their research productivity. This study concluded 
that the overall research productivity of the Chinese TEFL academics was relatively 
low, but they were generally positive about the teaching-research nexus and the 
advantages that research provided. They did not rate their personal dispositions for 
research and workplace context for research highly. Research seemed to be desirable 
for the TEFL academics, at least at the rhetorical level; yet, personal and 
environmental constraints may have impeded them from producing research 
effectively. This survey is an initial stage in a mixed-method study of Chinese TEFL 
academics‟ research productivity and associated influences. Further qualitative studies 
will be conducted by interviewing TEFL academics and department administrator to 
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gain in-depth understanding of Chinese TEFL academics‟ perceptions about research, 
personal disposition and workplace context that lead to research outputs.  
TEFL academics‟ research is not only critical to TEFL education and language 
policy in China, but it would also make significant contribution to the English 
education and the development of the language worldwide. Considering the 
importance of TEFL research in China and the world, this study suggests that 
institutions and TEFL departments have a key role to play in facilitating a paradigm 
shift, that is, TEFL academics‟ recognition of research as a valuable and necessary 
endeavour. It is necessary to develop a nurturing research environment to facilitate the 
development and production of research.  
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